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Members of Peru's Achuar indigenous community filed a lawsuit against US-based Occidental
Petroleum Corp. in US court in May, alleging the company contaminated soil and rivers in the area
for more than 30 years. Community leaders and their legal advisors traveled to Los Angeles, where
the company is headquartered, to announce the suit and describe the ailments community members
have suffered.
The Achuar community, which lives in the Rio Corrientes valley in the northeastern department of
Loreto, about 1,300 km northeast of Lima, say they have observed the devastation of their lands as
a result of Occidental's oil drilling from 1971 to 2000, when its block 1AB was sold to the Argentine
company Pluspetrol. The plaintiffs said they had not included Pluspetrol in the lawsuit because
residents of the region reached an agreement in October 2006 with the company to clean several
areas in the sector.
Occidental, also known as Oxy, allegedly disposed of its oil wastewaters in the community's water
sources, and the community, along with animals in the surrounding area, consumed the liquid rife
with heavy metals. The suit was filed against Occidental Peruana Inc., a subsidiary of Occidental
Petroleum.
The suit, presented with the backing of the environmental organization EarthRights International
and represented by the law firm Schonbrun DeSimone Seplow Harris & Hoffman, includes nine
offenses specified in the US legal codes, including egregious harm, wrongful death, negligence,
battery, trespass, fraud and misrepresentation, public and private nuisance, and violation of
business and professional codes.
The Superior Court of California must decide whether the case can go forward. "This action has
been presented because, during the 30 years it operated in Peru, Oxy caused pain and death to our
people, it brought illnesses that we never had, and it has destroyed all of our lands," said Andres
Sandi, president of the Federacion de Comunidades Nativas del Rio Corrientes. He said that, after
the company pulled out of the area in 1999, Argentina's Pluspetrol caused additional grave damage
to indigenous peoples.
The oil company announced its exit from Peru in late 2006, citing a combination of business
reasons and community issues. The Ecuadoran government also moved against Occidental in 2006,
penalizing it for illegally transferring a petroleum field to another company without government
approval (see NotiSur, 2006-06-02). Oxy has been in litigation with Ecuador since then.
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Peruvian Government's failure to defend Achuar criticized
Segundo Pisango Chonta, president of the Asociacion Interetnica de la Selva Peruana (Aidesep),
criticized the Peruvian government's failure to defend the rights of the Achuar, saying that it had
instead given concessions to other petroleum companies that will also cause harm to the health of
some 8,200 Achuar people in the 31 communities that live in the Rio Corrientes area. Evaluations of
indigenous children, said Pisango, showed a high concentration of lead and cadmium in the blood
because Oxy released massive amounts of toxic waste in the region. He also said that the population
suffers from hepatitis, diarrhea, eye maladies, and general malnutrition and that cases of cancer
have been found.
The plaintiffs against Oxy indicated that they would later reveal the exact total of the financial
damages they were seeking, but they said the figure would be "many millions of dollars," according
to Lily la Torre, legal advisor to Aidesep. "The total compensation has not yet been established
because the pollution in the area has barely been exposed, the damage is enormous," she said.
Concurrently, the Achuar were going to California courts to ask that Oxy give medical attention and
monitoring to the native population. "The petroleum companies are causing the death of our people,
but we refuse to disappear, we will fight for our survival," said Tomas Maynas, an elder spiritual
leader of the Achuar who is one of the plaintiffs. Pisango said the Achuar would not commit violent
acts to win their rights. "We want to exhaust dialogue and make Peruvian and global public opinion
aware of the danger that is hovering over the Amazon region because of the petroleum companies'
actions," she said.
Press reports on the lawsuit did not include Occidental's reaction to the allegations. Deadly water,
rotten game, dead fish For Maynas, who is an "apu" or spiritual leader, the three decades of oil
exploitation left only misery, death, illness, and pollution instead of promised progress and wealth.
"My brother, my sister, my niece, and my grandson have died where I live, only for drinking
water," said Maynas. "When we hunt, we open the deer, and inside they are rotten, black, and they
stink....The same happens with the water of the rivers that we drink: it smells bad, the fish have
disappeared, others appear dead."
Maynas said his relatives and dozens of his acquaintances along the Rio Corrientes suffer from a
sickness that causes their stomachs to swell, they live that way for some period of time, and later
they begin to vomit blood, dying within days without medical help. "All the people in my town
know that if their stomachs swell, it is their death sentence," said Maynas.
The spiritual chief recalled in his youth that the people of his community registered no cases of
blood cancer, but it has begun appearing in recent years among people of all ages. In addition to
demanding medical help, the plaintiffs are calling on Occidental to clean the open wells that have
contaminated material in them, which, they say, Occidental left behind. Other native groups face
dangers of Peru's petro-boom Increasing energy prices indicate that indigenous communities living
near Peruvian petroleum deposits may have more to fear from oil companies in the future.
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The Peruvian government is increasingly pushing an oil and gas boom through some of the world's
most biodiverse rain forests. In 2006, 70% of the country's pristine Amazonian rain forest was zoned
for oil and gas, up from just 13% in 2004, according to a study by nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs) including Environmental Defense and Oxfam. This year the country is tendering an
additional 9 million hectares an area larger than the state of Maine the report states. "There is now
75% to 80% of Peru's rain forest under concession for oil and gas, and there doesn't seem to be much
planning on how to do that sustainably," says John Sohn, senior associate with World Resources
Institute.
As ethnic Amazonian natives are increasingly lured by hydrocarbon development but threatened
by contamination, disease, and culture shock, international supporters are working to press
governments, companies, and banks to develop the rain-forest regions in low-impact, sustainable
ways.
La Torre, also the director of the indigenous rights group Racimos de Ungurahui, says seminomadic indigenous groups such as the Nahua, Nanti, and Kirineri are increasingly threatened
by fatal illnesses caused by contact with oil workers. In February, la Torre and a delegation of
Amazonian tribal leaders flew to an oil-industry meeting in Houston where Peru's state oil
company, Perupetro, was tendering rain-forest tracts. "We told prospective companies that seven of
the blocks being offered were superimposed on isolated indigenous territories," she said. "And we
told them to expect problems because there they were going to come across people who would reject
them and get into altercations with their workers."
Segundo Pergara, an official for the Peruvian Health Ministry, says his agency is working to educate
native populations about natural resource management and public health. But the government
needs to do more to protect native populations, say both petroleum companies and their critics.
"The state has always been absent from the region," says Lelis Rivera, executive director of the
Center for the Development of Indigenous Amazonia (CEDIA). Rivera says his group helps natives
"prepare to deal with people who come to trample on the rights."
Though communities have the right by Peruvian law to be consulted, and oil negotiators seek "social
licenses" with them, they are powerless to stop companies carrying government concessions, Rivera
says. "When no agreement exists between the communities and the companies, the state in the end
guarantees that it will deliver the resource for the company."
In southeastern Peru, activists are fighting Camisea, a US$1.6 billion natural-gas project backed
partly by Hunt Oil, a Texas oil company, and the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB). Camisea
has generated some US$700 million in government royalties in three years but has also suffered
a half-dozen contaminating pipeline spills and is accused by natives of ruining fishing holes and
hunting grounds (see NotiSur, 2006-04-28).
Backers say the problems are fixed. But antagonists like E-Tech, a California nonprofit engineering
firm, disagree and want the IDB and other potential funders to deny loan requests for Camisea
II, a piggyback project to export liquefied natural gas (LNG) to the US by 2010. In February, the
government did respond to protests and excluded the auctioning of 18 lots in areas that touched on
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three land reserves for indigenous tribes. Energy and Mines Minister Juan Valdivia announced the
exclusion after meeting with Aidesep representatives. The lots were a tiny portion of the 9 million ha
the government is tendering for exploitation.
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